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The Plane Truth about
Disinsection
To most people, 'fear offlying" means an
aversion to traveling by aircraft because of
a fear of its crashing. For some people,
however, there is another safety fear posed
by air travel-the fear of adverse health
effects from exposure to pesticides used in
aircraft in a process called "disinsection."
The United States stopped requiring
that inbound flights be disinsected in
1979 following a decision by the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) that it was an ineffective method
of preventing insect pests from being
introduced from other countries, as well
as a possible health risk for the people on
board. Disinsection is usually performed
by one of two methods: the cabin may be
sprayed with an aerosol pesticide (some-
times while passengers are still on board)
or treated with a long-lasting residual
pesticide that is applied to the interior
surfaces of the empty cabin every 6-8
weeks. Disinsection is still required by a
few nations for incoming flights-includ-
ing, in some countries, flights from the
United States.
The Department of Transportation
(DOT) posts a list of countries that
require disinsection on the World Wide
Web at http://ostpxweb.dot.govlpoli-
cy/safety/disin.htm. Countries that
require disinsection may do so for one of
three reasons: threats to public health,
threats to agriculture, or threats to the
native ecosystem. Australia and New
Zealand, for instance, along with many of
the island nations that still require disin-
section, are highly protective of their
unique systems of flora and fauna, which
they maintain could be devastated by the
importation ofalien insect species.
According to the 1998 report Flyers
Beware: Pesticide Use on Internationaland
U.S. Domestic Aircraft and Flights,
released by the Eugene, Oregon-based
Northwest Coalition for Alternatives to
Pesticides, the pesticides used on air-
planes may include synthetic pyrethroids
or organophosphates. Exposure to syn-
thetic pyrethroids can cause skin irrita-
tion and, in more serious cases, incoordi-
nation, tremors, vomiting, diarrhea, irri-
tability to sound and touch, and
migraine. Organophosphate exposure can
cause headache, dizziness, nausea and
vomiting, diarrhea, tightness in the chest,
and coughing. Acute organophosphate
exposure can cause unconsciousness, con-
vulsions, and respiratory failure. For pas-
sengers with asthma or allergies, the res-
piratory effects from even low exposures
to such pesticides can be uncomfortable
Travel expenuse Despite a movement to cease the practice, passengers may still be exposed to
potentially dangerous pesticides during aircraft disinsection on some international flights.
at best-and dangerous at worst.
In 1994, in response to public con-
cern, the DOT and the International
Civil Aviation Organization launched a
campaign to convince other countries to
cease disinsection. According to Bill
Mosley, a public affairs specialist with
the DOT, the campaign has been consid-
ered a success, with some 20 nations
agreeing to stop disinsection to date.
Also in 1994, after receiving reports
of potential health problems associated
with aircraft disinsection, the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
asked manufacturers of products regis-
tered for use in disinsection to submit
additional information to the agency
outlining the potential risks to passengers
and crew from exposure. Under the
Federal Insecticide, Fungicide, and
Rodenticide Act, the EPA may request
additional information at any time from
pesticide manufacturers ifthere is reason
to suspect that use ofa product may pose
unreasonable adverse effects to human
health or the environment. If the poten-
tial risks cannot be mitigated by such
means as modified labeling, the EPA may
pull the product from the market.
Following the EPA's request for addi-
tional information, a few manufacturers
chose to pull their products for this use.
In 1995, the DOT proposed a rule
requiring that airlines and travel agents
notify prospective passengers ifthe flight
they are considering is to be sprayed
while passengers are on board. Because so
many countries were no longer requiring
disinsection, the rule making was termi-
nated. Some saw the dropping ofthe rule
as the DOT dropping the ball. Becky
Riley, author of Flyers Beware, says that
report was produced to meet the flood of
public and media inquiries following the
DOT's decision to drop the proposal.
In 1996, the EPA issued Pesticide
Regulation (PR) Notice 96-3, "Pesticide
Products Used to Disinsect Aircraft."
The notice gave manufacturers of prod-
ucts registered for use in occupied air-
craft the choice of either successfully
demonstrating the products' safety when
used in that setting or removing any
labeling that indicated that the products
might be used in that setting. In
response, the remaining registrants chose
not to support disinsection as a use for
their products. Airlines that had existing
stocks of these disinsection products on
hand when the notice was issued were
allowed to use them up, however.
According to Antonio Bravo, the spe-
cial assistant for pesticides at the EPA,
there are currently no pesticides that are
registered in the United States for use in
disinsection of occupied aircraft cabins.
Furthermore, says Bravo, 'The EPA does
not endorse the practice of disinsection
and will not register any new products
for use in occupied aircraft cabins unless
the agency can determine that their use
will not pose unreasonable adverse effects
to passengers and crews. The potential
risks to human health from routine
disinsection seem to outweigh any per-
ceived benefits.'
So where does that leave U.S. flights
headed for nations that still require disin-
section? India is one such nation.
Northwest Airlines (NWA), which flies
to India from Amsterdam, uses a product
that its alliance partner, KLM Royal
DutchAirlines, developed and uses on its
international flights. The active ingredi-
ent, d-phenothrin, is specifically required
by many countries as the pesticide of
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choice. The World Health Organization
has found that d-phenothrin is not likely
to pose a threat to human health when
used properly, and does not cause aller-
gic, sensitizing, or other known health
reactions. 'We are required by the Indian
government to spray our flights before
descent and produce empty cans upon
arrival," says Kevin Florence, NWA's
manager of loss prevention. "Failure to
do so could result in the airplane being
impounded, sent back to the city of ori-
gin, or treated by local authorities."
Florence says that NWA has also adopted
the integrated pest management
approach, which emphasizes more sus-
tainable and environmentally healthier
solutions for controlling pests in the
company's fleet.
Today, chemical companies are
exploring new pest-control options for
use on aircraft. Possible solutions include
bait traps, the use ofultraviolet light, and
integrated pest management.
This law's a beach. The Beaches Environmental Awareness,
Cleanup, and Health Act of 1999 aims to establish national
beach monitoring and public notification standards.
The Coast Is Cleaner
Beach buffi had something to celebrate on
22April 1999, the daythat the U.S. House
of Representatives unanimously passed
H.R.999, the Beaches Environmental
Awareness, Cleanup, and Health Act of
1999. The bill was designed to establish
national standards for testing and moni-
toring coastal recreational waters and for
notifying the public of the pollution sta-
tus of those waters. The legislation allo-
cates $150 million over the next five years
to aid local water officials in developing
or updating their monitoring programs.
The bill, introduced by Representative
Brian Bilbray (R-California), is an
amendment to the Clean Water Act. The
bill addresses four problems identified by
local public health officials and beach
users: inconsistent state water qualitystan-
dards, outdated water quality criteria, lack
ofany coastal water quality monitoring in
some areas, and unavailability of consis-
tent public information on local beachwa-
ter quality. According to
Bilbray, one of the main
thrusts of the bill is to give
the public the power of
choice in deciding whether
it's safe to go in the water. It
will also create a collabora-
tive, rather than punitive,
environment in which local
officials can establish water
quality criteria. "This makes
the federal government a
partner rather than a
taskmaster," says Bilbray.
Under the bill, any state
bordering the Atlantic or
Pacific Ocean, the Gulf of
Mexico, or one of the Great
Lakes has three and a half
years to adopt water quality
criteria and standards for the
pathogens and pathogen indi-
cators included under the
Clean WaterAct. These stan-
dards must be at least as pro-
tective of human health as
the Clean Water Act's water
quality criteria. The U.S.
Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) will establish
water quality standards for
any state that fails to do so
by the deadline. This provi-
sion will set a benchmark of
quality for beaches across
the country. The bill also
directs the EPA to conduct
research on beachwater
pathogens and to issue
updated pathogen criteria
within the next four years, with subse-
quent reviews every five years in order to
keep the knowledge base as current as
possible. Upon the EPA's publication of
new or revised water quality criteria,
states will have three years to update
their own criteria.
By providing funding and federal
assistance to coastal areas, the bill aims to
decrease the number ofbeaches that have
no monitoring programs in place. It also
encourages local officials to tailor local
programs to local needs. Factors such as
water temperature and salinity, for
instance, can affect which pathogens are
apt to turn up on a given beach. Bilbray,
a former county supervisor in San Diego,
California, notes, 'One of the problems
we've had with standards in the past is
that local officials have been required to
test for pathogens that haven't ever been
detected in their waters. The bill strives
for uniform levels ofprotection across the
country versus uniform standards for all
beaches." The bill's final provision is for a
database to be made available to the pub-
lic via the World Wide Web. The data-
base will track the occurrence of water
pollution in the nation's coastal recre-
ational waters and indicate any areas that
choose not to initiate a monitoring and
notification plan, as well as areas that are
not achieving theirwater quality goals.
According to a 1998 Natural
Resources Defense Council (NRDC)
report titled Testing the Waters VIII: Has
Your Vacation Beach Cleaned Up Its Act?,
there were 22,892 beach closings in the
United States between 1988 and 1997,
some lasting over 12 weeks. According to
the report, 69% of beach closings and
advisories in 1997 were due to bacteria
levels that were found through regular
monitoring processes to exceed beachwa-
ter quality standards. The other closings
were due to pollution events such as
sewage line breaks and oil spills, or to
heavy rains, which are known to carry
runoffpollutants into coastal waters.
Swimming-related illnesses include
gastroenteritis and diarrhea. They are usu-
ally not life-threatening, but for certain
populations, such as children, the elderly,
and those with compromised immune
systems, swimming-associated diseases can
be more serious. These diseases may cause
dehydration, vomiting, and, in extreme
cases, death. The NRDC report cites a
1995 research project by the Santa
Monica Bay Restoration Project in which
over 15,000 beachgoers were interviewed
to study the adverse health effects associ-
ated with swimming in ocean waters con-
taminated by urban runoff. The study
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